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There is little doubt that, had a determined assault been made, it -would have been successful at comparatively small cost to the attacking force. The extent of the Turkish line of defence was far too great for the number of troops available to hold it. In fact it seems probable that the Turkish commander had resigned himself to the loss of the town itself, and was proposing to hold out in the citadel till relief came. At the most critical time troops were withdrawn from Sanaa, to reinforce the garrison of the fortress on Gebel Nugoom. So long as these two points remained in Turkish hands it mattered little by comparison what happened to the rest of Sanaa.
The Arab leaders, with whom in military matters, at any rate, the authority of the Imam is of little weight, were not of one mind. There is a curious superstition that Sanaa enjoys Divine protection, and though the city may be starved into surrender any attempt to take it by storm is foredoomed to failure. The astrologers declared that the season was unfavourable, and the matter ended in the opportunity slipping away before the Arabs had made up their minds to take advantage of it. Mohammed Ali Pasha himself explained this supineness by the fact that the highland Arabs, though brave in the open and stubborn in defence, dislike attacking fortifications, and by their fear of the Turkish land mines.
Perhaps the Arabs thought that as they had succeeded before in starving out the garrison, so they would succeed on this occasion. The Turks, however, had learned their lesson. They had in store, so it was said, enough food to keep the troops on full rations for two years, and a supply of ammunition larger than could conceivably be wanted.
The neglect of the rebels to employ their artillery is more easily explicable. For one thing, though they had among them a few men, deserters from the Turks, capable of working guns after a fashion, there was no one in the Arab army who properly understood their use. No one could be found to set the fuses, with the result that out of the seven hundred shells that they fired into Senam Pasha, not a single one burst. The Imam would be the last to wish damage to the city itself, of which, like $11